rends from 21“¥ears of Lake Sturgec
Assessments In the clair System




Pre-1996

A Little known about Lake Sturgeon
Populations in the SCDRS 4

A Recreational fishery was preseg
but unmonitored

A No targeted assessments

A Statewide Rehabilitation Plan s
development

I Information gaps identified




MDNR Lake Sturgeon Study

A Began in 1996

A Purpose:
I Annually document status and dynamics
I Ald In conservation and sound management




Primary Survey Technigues

Setlines Trawling




Primary Survey Technigues
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Abstract.—Setlines were constructed hnd used to cap-
ture lake sturgeon Acipenser fulvescens in the St. Clair
River. a Great Lakes connecting waterway. Particularly
strong current, steep bottom contours. and water depths
exceeding 18 m make traditional sampling methods in
this area problematic. We constructed six setlines, each
with 25 hooks (a total of 150 hooks). for a cost of about
US$60 each. Hooks were baited with a variety of cut
and whole fish. Sixty-seven sets in May and June of
1997 caught 84 lake sturgeon. The only other fish caught
was one northern pike Esox lucius. Round goby Neo-
gobius melanostomus, an introduced exotic species. was
the most successful bait used. Lake sturgeon caught on
setlines ranged in weight from 0.8 kg to 45.5 kg. Most
lake sturgeon were hooked in the mouth and experienced
little visible damage or stress. but about 20% of the fish
were hooked outside the mouth (snagged) and in a few
cases considerable bleeding and tissue damage occurred.
The highest incidence of snagging coincided with peak
spawning activity and may be related to a behavioral
change associated with spawning. We found that setlines
provided an effective. low-cost method for collecting
lake sturgeon in the difficult physical conditions present
in the St. Clair River.

Capture of Lake Sturgeon with
Setlines in the St. Clair River, Michigan
MicHAEL V. THoMAs* AND ROBERT C. Haas

Michigan Department of Natural Resources, Mount Clemens Fisheries Research Station,
33135 South River Road, Mount Clemens, Michigan 48045, USA

under those conditions. Setlines have been used to
assess populations of white sturgeon A. rransmon-
tanus (Elliot and Beamesderfer 1990) and Pacific
halibut Hippoglossus stenolepis (Hoag et al. 1980).
We believed that setlines would be better suited
than gill nets or trap nets for catching lake sturgeon
on the reputed spawning grounds in the St. Clair
River. We also anticipated that incidental catch of
nontarget species would be minimal and equip-
ment costs would be relatively low. Therefore. we
constructed setlines to capture lake sturgeon in the
St. Clair River.

Methods and Materials

The six setlines we constructed were based on
a design used by Ontario commercial fishers tar-
geting lake sturgeon on Lake St. Clair. Each line
consisted of a 91.4-m mother line (0.95-cm-di-
ameter diamond braid rope) with 25 dropper lines
(referred to as ““snews’ by the commercial fishers)

attached at 3 a0 t zale Fach cnewr cancicted of
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Summary

Historically, the St Clair River and Lake St Clair supported an
abundant lake sturgeon population. Since the early 1900s, the
status of lake sturgeon populations within these waters has
been largely unknown. We initiated a study in 1996 to
determine the abundance, age structure, and spatial distribu-
tion of lake sturgeon in the St Clair River and Lake St Clair.
Over 900 lake sturgeon were captured with setlines and trawls,
tagged and released. Tag recoveries have been few, but have
documented movement into southern Lake Huron. Mark-
recapture analysis produced a population estimate of 45 506
lake sturgeon for the St Clair system. Age structure, based on
interpretation of pectoral fin ray sections, indicates consistent
recruitment during the 1970s and 1980s, but low recruitment
prior to 1973 and since 1995. Trawling and sidescan sonar
analysis documented an area of consistently high lake sturgeon
density in the lake near the St Clair River delta. Estimates of

abundance based on sidescan sonar supported the mark-
" ety f 2 O AP ST R PO e

declined dramatically by 1895, but the species remained
present in the St Clair system at lower abundance throughout
the 20th century. A limited commercial fishery remained in the
Ontario waters of Lake St Clair through 2000. In recent years,
only one licensed sturgeon fisherman has been active, with an
annual quota of 1100 pounds (headed and dressed) for an
annual harvest total of approximately 30 fish (D. MacLennan,
OMNR, Wheatley, pers. comm.). Baker (1980) reported that a
largely illegal fishery for lake sturgeon continued to exist in the
Michigan waters of the St Clair River near Algonac through
the 1960s and 1970s. This snag fishery was believed to focus on
mature spawning adults, but the clandestine nature of the
fishery prevented data collection.

Sport fishing regulations became progressively conservative
after 1970 for lake sturgeon fishing in the St Clair system. A
minimum size limit of 1067 mm was first established in 1970,
and increased to 1270 mm in 1974. A closed season was
established in 1983 to protect spawning sturgeon in the St Clair
River. The daily bag limit was reduced from two fish per season




Data Collection

A Length, weight, and girth

A Sex and maturity

A Fin ray for aging (TL < 1,016 mm)
A Lamprey scars
A Abnormalities
A Tag (PIT and Mone s




Recreational Fishery Monitoring

A Regulations

I Fishing season July 16 to Nov. 30; possession
season July 16 to Sept. 30

I 1 fish per year; 1,067 to 1,270 mm harvest s|ot
limit

I Harvested fish must be registered (online or toll
free phonein)

A Sturgeon patch




